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Many efforts have been made by nineteenth and twentieth-century critics alike to
classify Charles Algernon Swinburne’s Poems and Ballads (1866) as blatantly
sacrilegious. This evaluative approach, however, fails to account for the thematic
significance of Swinburne’s nuanced use of Christian imagery. Through a reading of
three representative poems from the collection – “Dolores,” “Anactoria,” and “Laus
Veneris” – this thesis demonstrates that Swinburne appropriates the Catholic concepts of
transubstantiation, confession, and suffering for a specific aesthetic purpose. In the
Catholic tradition, these concepts symbolically represent a unification of ostensibly
antithetical states to achieve transcendence. For instance, the doctrine of
transubstantiation unites the spiritual acceptance of Christ’s sacrifice through the physical
consumption of bread and wine. Far from being, as Robert Buchanan famously claimed,
“unclean for the mere sake of uncleanness,” Swinburne strategically appropriated the
mechanism of religious transcendence in order to affect a poetic escape from the very
moral categories it represented.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Many efforts have been made by twentieth-century critics to classify Swinburne's
Poems and Ballads (1866) as anti-theistic. These critical assessments carry on the
tradition of nineteenth-century criticism, which tended to depict Swinburne's poems as
examples of moral depravity. For instance, David Riede suggests that “The eroticism of
'Dolores' is particularly degrading because it consists entirely of lust” (51). Margot Louis
similarly claims that the character of Dolores “is a mockery of Christ and of his mother,
and also of the church” (41). Such an evaluative approach to the poem fails to establish
an analytic model that accounts for Swinburne's aesthetic vision precisely because it is
more concerned with condemning it.
The publication of Poems and Ballads evoked negative reactions from reviewers
and critics alike. John Morley’s review is representative of such reactions: “This stinging
and biting, all these 'lithe lascivious regrets,' all this talk of snakes and fire, of blood and
wine and brine, of perfumes and poisons and ashes, grows sickly and oppressive on the
senses” (25). Critics not only condemned Swinburne's subject matter, but also his
personal character. Robert Buchanan, today remembered for his attack on Gabriel
Rossetti and the 'fleshly school,’ characterized Swinburne as one “who is deliberately and
impertinently insincere as an artist, -- who has no splendid individual emotions to reveal
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and is unclean for the mere sake of uncleanness” (31). Repulsed by the explicit
celebration of the body's material nature in both his private life and poetry, Swinburne's
nineteenth-century critics viewed his work as an outward manifestation of internal
depravity. These critics, however, equated materiality with immorality, leaving little
room for the notion that the material nature of the body may also be viewed as divine.
More recent critics have noted the complexities in Swinburne's poems. For
instance, Antony Harrison defines Swinburne's “Dolores” as “an exploration of a
prolonged state of carnal passion as well as of the spiritual aspect and metaphysical
implications of that passion” (693). While Harrison recognizes the spiritual implications
in Swinburne’s poems, he does not identify the Catholic epistemology that informed
Swinburne's view of the body/spirit dualism. Swinburne was, admittedly, agnostic;
however, Swinburne valued Catholicism for its ceremonies, rituals, and traditions – i.e.,
for its aesthetic aspects. Within Catholicism, these aesthetic aspects represent the belief
that humans are constituted through a unification of body and spirit. For example, while
explaining the purpose of the visible nature of the sacraments, the Catechism states that
“As being at once body and spirit, man expresses and perceives spiritual realities through
physical signs and symbols” (297). This view of reality which recognizes the logical
impossibility implied in the fusion of opposing forces represents the model by which
Swinburne was able to combine spiritual and physical themes within his poems.
Swinburne was proud to be descended from a line of Catholic exiles. His family
participated in the Catholic rebellions from the reign of Queen Mary Tudor to that of
Charles Edward (Rooksby 12). When Swinburne's family returned to England from exile
in France, they were still sympathetic to the Catholic Church. Swinburne himself
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affirmed his Anglo-Catholic upbringing. Although Swinburne would later grow
ambivalent towards theism, Catholic influences continued to enter his life in the form of
the French poet Baudelaire. For example, in his poem A une Madone, Baudelaire
emphasizes the exalted status of the Virgin Mary and the role of suffering in the process
of achieving intimacy with the divine.
The influence of Baudelaire set Swinburne apart from his contemporaries and
signaled the path his work would later take. Baudelaire's influence on Swinburne's
poems, according to Anne Walder, distinguished Swinburne from his contemporaries,
who “disapproved of certain themes of Poems and Ballads, which they traced back to
Baudelaire's influence” (vii). After the publication of Baudelaire's Fleurs du mal,
Swinburne came to Baudelaire's defense, proclaiming that “there is not one poem of the
Fleurs du mal which has not a distinct and vivid background of morality to it”
(Swinburne, Charles Baudelaire 32). With a belief in original sin and a devotion to the
theme of good and evil, Baudelaire dealt with the complexities of sin and redemption.
Swinburne's own poems contain images of the female as both lover and mother, the
mixture of guilt and pleasure, and the characterization of sin as being connected with
redemption. These paradoxical forces, when placed in tension in his poems, enact an
aesthetic synthesis that mirrors unification with the divine through redemption. As this
study will show, Swinburne repeatedly uses three central Catholic motifs to achieve this
effect: the Eucharist, confession, and suffering.
Within Catholicism, two dissimilar modes of being are often unified. For
example, through the union of the spiritual and the physical, the Eucharist achieves its
efficacy: “The signs of bread and wine become, in a way surpassing understanding, the
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Body and Blood of Christ” (Catechism 336). By partaking of the transubstantiated bread
and wine, the Church symbolically unites itself with Christ. In accordance with Catholic
tradition, after the wine becomes the blood of Christ and the bread becomes the body, the
church members consume these elements and are initiated into a mysterious union with
Christ. The physical nature of the wine and bread remains the same, but the elements are
also infused with the essence of the divine body and blood of Christ. In his poems,
Swinburne frequently uses the motif of transubstantiation, but replaces the body and
blood of Christ with the body and blood of a female poetic subject. By placing
transubstantiation in the context of physical desire, Swinburne emphasizes the material
nature of the divine, thus tearing down the dichotomy between the material and the
spiritual.
In Swinburne's poems, confession allows for the recognition of sin which
highlights the spiritual nature of the body, because sin is that which separates one from
the divine. Swinburne also uses confession in order to reveal the heart and mind of the
speaker within each poem. According to Catholicism, confession discloses that which
separates one from the divine (Catechism 365). In other words, sin represents a spiritual
barrier. In “Dolores,” Swinburne characterizes Dolores, whose sins are “seventy times
seven,” as being able to “quicken the soul through the blood.” The recognition of sin in
“Dolores” does not merely separate one from the divine but augments the speaker's
awareness of the divine. Original sin, in the Catholic faith, is considered an inheritance
from Adam, recognized through the nature of shame and guilt. Ultimately, the nature of
sin involves alienation from God. Because of the volition involved in mortal sin, a
believer does not take Communion without first submitting to confession. With sin comes
4

shame as well as guilt; therefore, much like the connection between sin and redemption,
guilt and redemption are also in a state of mutual dependence. This guilt often leads to
confession, a recounting of all acts of conscious sin: “All mortal sins [...] must be
recounted by them in confession, even if they are most secret” (Catechism 365). Through
the act of confession, the presence of sin appears necessary in order for redemption to be
revealed. In similar fashion, Swinburne's speakers in “Dolores,” “Laus Veneris,” and
“Anactoria” revel in the language of sin, both as a celebration of the body and as a
confessionary act of guilt. As Ellis Hanson points out, confession is a means of
reenacting the sin that is being confessed. Because confession recalls acts of sin within
the intimacy of the confessional, Hanson claims that confession is “the closet reenactment of shame through the ritualized language of sin” (37). The acts of sin which
were committed by the body or soul must be remembered not only through language, but
also through the confessor by the body language of shame or the “physical language of
downturned eyes and [a] reddening face” (37). As will be shown, Swinburne uses
precisely this type of ritualized language in his prayers and petitions to the female figures
in his poems.
Within Catholicism, suffering serves as a test of one's merit and internal holiness.
For example, the pain that Christ endured proved his obedience to God and his love for
humankind. Similarly, Mary’s consent to the divine will of God which “she sustained
without wavering beneath the cross” (Catechism 252) proved her commitment to the
divine will of God and proved her worthy of the titles of “Advocate, Helper,
Benefactress, and Mediatrix” (252). Suffering serves as an external demonstration of
internal holiness since it reenacts Christ's suffering on the cross. Suffering, therefore,
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offers the mortal the opportunity to identify with holy suffering, enabling a more direct
connection with the divine. Swinburne appropriates the idea of suffering for a greater
purpose by positioning the suffering of “Dolores,” “Anactoria,” and “Laus Veneris”
within the context of pleasure. When the speaker inflicts pain on the female figure, it
serves to reveal her unchanging love. Laden with sadomasochistic imagery, Swinburne
eroticizes the act of suffering in order to conflate the unity associated with the physical
act of sex with the connection to the divine that suffering also offers. Referring to the
Madonna figure in literature, Ellis Hanson claims “[Mary's role] is only complete when
the mistress suffers, when her heart bleeds, when she has taken upon herself the full
violence of his shame” (48). The Madonna figure in each poem suffers because her love
is “unconditional and inexhaustible” (48). Likewise, Swinburne's female figures are not
only the recipients of the speaker's shame and violence, but also become objects of the
speaker's love.
The connection between the motifs of transubstantiation, confession, and
suffering in Swinburne's poems and Catholicism shows that regarding Swinburne's
Poems and Ballads as either immoral or as reactions against Christianity only serves to
perpetuate an unnecessary division between the material and the spiritual. Criticism in
this tradition has regarded Swinburne's appropriation of Catholic themes as parodic or
satiric, but this view ignores the philosophical implications of Swinburne's poems as a
reconciliation of the flesh and spirit through Catholic imagery. Representative of
Swinburne's use of a dialectic approach, the poems “Dolores,” “Laus Veneris,” and
“Anactoria” show how Swinburne appropriated Catholic conceptions of suffering,
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confession, and the Eucharist in order to create an aesthetic reality that does not rely on
the conventional moral standards.
This is not to say, of course, Swinburne endorsed Catholic morality, which uses
practices to achieve a moral state of being. While embracing the flesh in the Eucharist,
Catholic doctrine associates the theological virtue of hope with purification by test of the
sacrifice of the flesh (Catechism 147). Similarly, the forgiveness of sin can only be
achieved through the sacrifice of Christ (452). The weakness of the flesh, according to
the Catechism, is due to “lax ascetical practice” (655) understood as flesh-denying
behavior. This awareness of the paradoxical nature of Catholic doctrine itself may
validate that Swinburne, while appropriating Catholicism within his poems that celebrate
the material nature of the body, did so in an apparent attempt to rise above conventional
moral standards even while using them in a poetic context.
Swinburne's poems, much like the Decadent movement they came to
characterize, react against both Victorian morality and Catholic morality; however,
Swinburne denied his critics' implications that his poems were immoral. In fact,
Swinburne accused his critics of a feigned morality: “What certain reviewers have
imagined it to imply, I am incompetent to explain and unwilling to imagine. I am
evidently not virtuous enough to understand them [...] I have not studied in those schools
whence that full-fledged phoenix, the 'virtue' of professional pressmen, rises chuckling
and crowing from the dunghill, its birthplace and its deathbed” (131). In the avoidance of
either extreme, Swinburne's poems possess a reality that is both imminent and
transcendent in relation to both the Catholic and Victorian paradigms. The paradoxical
nature of the Catholic paradigm, for example, can be seen in the doctrine of
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transubstantiation, a doctrine which unites the spiritual and the physical (i.e., the bread
and wine become the body and blood of Christ, and the recipient becomes physically
united with the body of Christ through consumption of the Eucharistic elements) while at
the same time, insisting upon the venal nature of the body. Summing up the paradoxical
nature of Catholicism, Ellis Hanson claims that “The Church is at once modern yet
medieval, ascetic and yet sumptuous, spiritual and yet sensual, chaste and yet erotic” (7).
Swinburne poeticizes this paradoxical framework in a way that offers him a way to both
incorporate and transcend the body/soul dualism that lies at its heart. For example, in
“Dolores,” Swinburne suggests that love received the emblem of the cypress while death
received the emblem of the myrtle (175-6). Interestingly, the cypress traditionally
represents mourning, and the myrtle represents Venus or love (Staples 99). Swinburne
recognizes the duality of the body (death) and the spirit (love) while proceeding to swap
their identifying symbols. He then completely unites death and love in the context of
Dolores: “In thy chapels, unknown of the sun, / To a tune that enthralls and entices, /
They were wed, and the twain were as one” (186-8). He incorporates the duality of death
and love and then merges them, and then uses words associated with religion, such as
“altar” (189), “God” (190), and “incense” (191). Here, Swinburne uses dichotomous
ideas to unify their opposing forces and thereby attain a transcendent state.
As a poet and critic, Swinburne protested the popular belief that poetry should
contribute to the morality of society. In his essay on Baudelaire, Swinburne claims that
“the mass of readers seem actually to think that a poem is the better for containing a
moral lesson or assisting in a tangible and material good work” (28). His view of poetry
did not include purposes outside of the poem itself. In other words, Swinburne's position
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of l' art pour l' art or art for art's sake suggests that his aim was to deny any moral
obligations in his poetry. This in turn allowed him the freedom to employ those themes
which were morally questionable in the eyes of many of his readers. Because of his
disregard for conventional moral standards, Swinburne combines both Catholic and
pagan imagery in his poems, using Catholic doctrines as a means of unifying dissimilar
states of being, and in the process, combining the conventionally immoral with the
divine. By analyzing “Dolores,” “Anactoria,” and “Laus Veneris” through a Catholic
paradigm, Swinburne's attempt to synthesize the material nature of the body with the
spirit emerges, revealing an aesthetic which denies conventional dichotomies of the moral
and immoral.
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CHAPTER II
UNIFYING FLESH AND SPIRIT IN “DOLORES”

In “Dolores,” Swinburne incorporates the Catholic concepts of the Virgin Mary,
suffering, confession, and communion. These concepts constitute an epistemological
parallel between the poem and Catholicism. Aside from the telling title, which comes
from the Spanish Christian name Maria de los Dolores, or “Our Lady of the Sorrows,”
there are other signs within the poem that equate Dolores with the Virgin Mary. Anne
Walder points out that Swinburne alludes to the Litanies of the Blessed Virgin by
referring to Dolores as “Our Lady of Pain,” “Tower of Ivory,” “Mystical Rose,” and
“House of Gold,” each of these titles being taken from the Roman Missal (118). The
speaker associates Dolores with the rose, a Catholic emblem of the Virgin Mary (21), and
depicts her as a mediator and redeemer. As Stephen Benko explains, Mary’s purity places
her in as state of perpetual innocence like that which existed before mankind was
separated from God by sin. Consequently, Mary is not limited by the human condition of
sin, and is therefore able to stand between humanity and God (11). Like Mary, Dolores
also acts as a mediator. For example, the speaker prays to Dolores: “Intercede for us thou
with thy father/ Our Lady of Pain” (311-2). Besides the role of mediator, Dolores also
fulfills the role of redeemer as the speaker prays for her to “Come down and redeem us
from virtue, / Our Lady of Pain” (279-80).
10

Dolores embodies the union of flesh and spirit because in her nature, opposing
forces coexist. Dolores represents a transcendent state of existence in which traditional
dichotomies are merged. Dolores’s paradoxical nature is much like that of the Virgin
Mary’s. Within Mary’s nature, according to Catholicism, the sinless and the mortal are
compatible (Catechism 252), and within Dolores’s nature, the divine and the sinful are
compatible. In accordance with the title of the poem, Swinburne represents Dolores as
both mediator and redeemer. However, Swinburne also eroticizes Dolores, creating a
tension between the accepted image of the Virgin Mary and an image of Mary as a cruel
and lustful femme fatal. The suffering which Dolores inflicts highlights the speaker’s
undying devotion; furthermore, it is the suffering directed at Dolores which highlights her
unchanging love. Both the pain and the virtue of love are interdependent. Such an
instance of paradox also occurs in the recognition of sin: “Cry aloud; for the old word is
broken: / Cry out; for the Phrygian is priest, / And rears not the bountiful token” (32931). The implication of these lines is that the sign of strength and sensuality, the phallus,
has been forgotten. The speaker calls for mourning, because Swinburne equates the
traditional notion of sin with the raptures of pleasure, while the actual transgression that
needs to be forgiven is turning away from the god who represents male fertility, Priapus
(Borgeaud 175). By confessing to Dolores, the speaker remembers his transgressions, and
Dolores offers redemption. Dolores, however, redeems the subject from conventional
virtue rather than sin. Nevertheless, Swinburne retains the fundamental nature of Mary’s
roles in Dolores because she, like the Virgin Mary, still facilitates transcendence,
although it is from traditional morality rather than from sin. By representing Dolores as a
figure for Mary, Swinburne puts a series of paradoxes into play: as a virgin she is worthy
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to be the Mother of God, yet as an eroticized figure she is an object of obsession; she is
cruel, but by forcing the speaker to suffer, she affirms his devotion. In this play of
paradoxes, Swinburne is able to map the spiritual onto the physical. Swinburne's use of
the sacramental system enables him to arrive at a transcendent experience through the
unification of body and spirit.
Dolores shares with the Virgin Mary a paradoxical nature, for along with her
purity, Swinburne characterizes Dolores as being equally impure. In the opening stanza,
Dolores not only has “heavy white limbs” (3) but she also possesses “sins, which are
seventy times seven” (10). In the third stanza, Swinburne describes her as a “garment not
golden but gilded” (17). The image is about surface beauty, for if something is “gilded,”
it is only layered or coated with gold. In the next line, Swinburne describes her as a
“garden where all men may dwell.” Unlike the Biblical image of the closed garden found
in the Song of Solomon (4:12), the garden image in “Dolores” suggests an open sexuality.
Using the emblem of the rose, Swinburne further describes Dolores as a “mystical rose of
the mire” (21). Juxtaposing the pure and the impure, Swinburne presents Dolores as both
a figure of the Virgin Mary and as an erotized figure. Therefore, Dolores's nature
transcends moral categories, separating her from conventional standards.
In Dolores’s nature, there is no distinction between her love and her punitive
actions. Much like Michael Foucault's notion that “punishment is only one element of a
double system: gratification-punishment” (180), Swinburne combines the reward and the
punishment in Dolores's kisses. The moments of combined punishment and correction
constitute a heavenly ecstasy that cannot be sustained, and the mutability of such an
experience furthers the speaker's pain. According to the Catechism, only one person
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outside of the person of Christ was able to exhibit a heavenly perfection through suffering
on earth: the Virgin Mary. As explained in the Catechism: “There she stood, in keeping
with the divine plan, enduring with her only begotten Son the intensity of his suffering,
joining herself with his sacrifice in her mother's heart, and lovingly consenting to the
immolation of this victim, born of her: to be given, by the same Christ Jesus dying on the
cross, as a mother to his disciples, with these words: 'Woman, behold your son'” (251).
By consenting to Christ's suffering as well as by enduring her own suffering, Mary joined
Christ's sacrifice, showing her commitment to the will of God. Swinburne appropriates
the idea of shared suffering for a higher purpose as he joins the speaker and Dolores in
intimate pleasure which initiates the search for more pleasure through suffering. Seeking
to employ himself in that which is beyond the common knowledge and transcendent from
time, the speaker asks Dolores “What new work wilt thou find for thy lover” (75), and
“What spells that they know not of / Whose lives are as leaves overblown?” (77-8). Here,
the speaker refers to “spells” that people remain unaware of because their “lives are as
leaves overblown” (78). In other words, these people they, like the leaves in the image,
are subject to the ravages of time. The speaker seeks this greater purpose, knowing that it
will involve “tortures undreamt of, unheard of, / Unwritten, unknown?” (79-80). In the
context of the poem, pleasures - or rather, those purposes which transcend common
knowledge and experience - are inseparable from suffering in much the same way that
spiritual goals are achieved through personal trials.
Swinburne appropriates the ascetic notion that suffering precedes spiritual
rewards by affirming Dolores's love for the speaker with the suffering she incurs from
him. Despite the speaker’s assaults, Dolores's love does not change. In fact, the suffering
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that the speaker inflicts on Dolores only highlights her beauty: “Through thy garments
the grace of thee glows, / The white of wealth of thy body made whiter / By the blushes
of amorous blows” (266-8). Despite the assault upon her body, Dolores does not show
signs of injury, but rather, the strikes only highlight “The white wealth of her body:” a
physical manifestation of her internal “grace.” Although Swinburne correlates the erotic
“amorous blows'' with the manifestation of “grace,” some critics have characterized the
pain which the speaker inflicts upon Dolores as sadomasochistic. For example, in his
analysis of “Dolores” David Riede asserts that Swinburne replaced Christian asceticism
with Sadic philosophy, which “degrades the body to a lower level than the soul” (50).
Although Swinburne does use erotic language, it serves as a physical expression of a
spiritual state. Pain appears in direct proportion to the physical intimacy which the
speaker and Dolores share. Antony Harrison claims that in Swinburne's poetry “suffering
is represented as an essential, indeed inevitable and inescapable, consequence of love”
(697). In fact, Swinburne uses suffering as that which manifests love. In other words,
suffering is more than a consequence of love; it is that which reveals love. Therefore,
within the context of “Dolores,” physical suffering reveals spiritual realities. By viewing
the spiritual and the physical as interdependent, “Dolores” escapes a solely erotic reading.
The speaker's infliction of pain onto Dolores is not felt as an offense against her
love because the language and tone of the poem do not characterize the speaker’s actions
as sinful or motivated out of hate, but rather, they are motivated out of the knowledge that
nothing could affect her true nature of love. The speaker elaborates on the outcome of
inflicting pain on Dolores as he says:

14

Could you hurt me, sweet lips, though I hurt you?
Men touch them, and change in a trice
The lilies and languors of virtue
For the raptures and roses of vice. (65-8)
Her nature offers those who touch her pleasures associated with “vice.” The speaker's
question is ironic, for in a conventional sense she does harm him by substituting virtue
for vice; however, in the paradoxical context of Dolores's nature, vice is virtuous.
Therefore, Dolores reacts by offering “vice” which the speaker equates with “raptures.”
While “raptures,” understood in a secular context, simply indicates extreme pleasure, in a
spiritual context, it refers to a mystical experience in which the spirit is exalted to
knowledge of divine things. The Oxford English Dictionary defines rapture as an act of
transportation, especially to heaven. Thus, by substituting “vice” for the “languors of
virtue,” the speaker paradoxically achieves a state of transcendence akin to a spiritual
union with the divine. In Ellis Hanson’s estimation, the love of a Madonna figure is never
compromised by antagonism, for “To lash out at her is simply to justify her love” (48).
Through her erotic nature, Dolores exhibits a perfect love. The speaker refers to Delores
as “my sister, my spouse, and my mother,” (151), revealing that he views her in the role
of many women unified and represented as one.
The speaker’s awareness that suffering would not change Dolores’s nature
reassures him of her love, which is itself paradoxically characterized as painful. Much of
the pain delivered by Dolores comes from her lips:
O lips full of lust and of laughter,
Curled snakes are fed from my breast,
15

But hard, lest remembrance come after
And press with new lips where you pressed. (25-8)
As a place formerly associated with affection, the lips also become a site of pain. Her
love and her infliction of pain come from the same source: “On thy mouth [...] the kisses
are bloody, / [...] they sting till it shudder and smart” (83-4). Although her love and
affection cause the speaker pain, he also says that the kisses are “More kind than the love
we adore is, / They hurt not the heart or the brain” (85-6). In spite of the pain Dolores is
able to inflict, Swinburne makes the surprising statement that she herself “never has
ached with a heart!” (82). This gives the reader an indication of Dolores's true nature. The
image of Dolores as incapable of feeling pain indicates that she is something distant and
alien, something remote, and devoid of anything that could be identified as human love
because she is entirely self-contained. Far removed from the world, Dolores is utterly
unlike the speaker. Precisely because she is removed, however, Dolores becomes a
redemptive symbol. In other words, Dolores must be hostile in her indifference if she is
to occupy a position of privilege in the speaker's estimation. The speaker understands
Dolores at the very moment he confesses that he does not understand her. Her
indifference is the reason she must be so forcefully entreated by the speaker: “I adjure
the, respond from thine altars, / Our Lady of Pain” (119-20).
One may infer from Dolores's impassivity that she intends neither good nor bad;
nevertheless, the speaker's encounter with her serves a punitive or corrective function that
lifts the speaker into a higher, more perfect state of being. When the speaker comes in
contact with Dolores, her nature pains him, yet it is this pain which effects the necessary
change that will inspire him to become more like Dolores – a being of absolute self16

fulfillment, completely outside present human experience. Therefore, the speaker,
whether he is conscious of this or not, loves Dolores because she alone can mete out the
torture necessary to reach this state.
The speaker subsequently acknowledges his sin to Dolores. There is little
difference between this acknowledgement and the sacrament of confession. Before sin
can be forgiven, it must be acknowledged through the act of confession. Within
Catholicism, confession is the means by which mercy is administered to sinners: “To
receive his mercy, we must admit our faults” (Catechism 452). This belief is drawn from
the book of James which states that “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and
the truth is not in us” (James 1:10). The significance of confession lies within its
preliminary function as a means of purification before one participates in the Eucharist.
There is a paradox, however, within the relationship between sin and grace in that sin is
not ignored, but in a sense, reconstituted within the confines of the confessional:
We have all done amiss, choosing rather
Such loves as the wise gods disdain;
Intercede for us thou with thy father,
Our Lady of Pain. (309-12)
Dolores's father is Priapus, symbolized by the “bountiful token” (331) of a phallus
(Walder 119). Here, however, the transgression that needs to be forgiven is not sexual in
nature, but rather, turning away from the god who represents sexuality. This turning away
is the actual transgression, for throughout the poem, traditional sin gets equated with
pleasure. As Walder explains, “The sins and vices so often mentioned – though never
specified – in 'Dolores,' are seen as a source of rapture and the way to discover new
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pleasures” (Walder 125). Therefore, an act of repentance actually suggests a return to sin
through pleasure, both sexual and spiritual.
Along with his confession, the speaker exhibits contrition. He anticipates the
“virtues” of sin and realizes that “There are sins it may be to discover” and “deeds [...] to
delight” (69-70), yet he comes to Dolores in a state of repentance and sorrow. Much like
the confessor whose guilt of his sins burdens him or her, the speaker's sin, as well as the
mutual existence of both “sorrow and joy” (124), burdens the speaker. He comes in
penance, which requires “the sinner to endure all things willingly, be contrite of heart,
confess with the lips, and practice complete humility and fruitful satisfaction” (Catechism
364). The speaker asks Dolores,
Wilt thou smile as a woman disdaining
The light fire in the veins of a boy?
But he comes to thee sad, without feigning,
Who as wearied of sorrow and joy. (121-4)
The speaker comes to Dolores exhausted from “mortal” (131) experiences (i.e., “sorrow
and joy”). He is seeking a state above categorical distinctions. Instead of experiencing
things according to the dichotomous notions of sorrow and joy, he passes “from the
outermost portal / To the shrine where a sin is a prayer” (130). In other words, a place
where opposites and contraries are both present and reconciled.
The image of Dolores's lips runs through the idea of pleasure and pain,
punishment and reward, and finally through the imagery of Mass. Throughout the poem,
the imagery has suggests the speaker's increasing proximity to, and desire to unite with,
Dolores. Within the intimacy the speaker and Dolores share, the image of blood appears:
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“By the lips intertwisted and bitten / till the foam has a savour of blood” (115-6). Their
passion is so violent it results in wounds, because it is “The passion that slays and
recovers” (165). Similarly, the sacrament of the Eucharist represents the literal presence
of Christ and his sacrifice: “the Christian altar is the symbol of Christ himself, present in
the midst of the assembly [...] both as victim [...] and as food” (Catechism 349). Taking
part in the Eucharist not only offers one forgiveness, but also life, for Christ said “unless
you eat of the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you” (John
6:53). Similarly, Swinburne combines blood with the gift of life, explaining, “Death
tingled blood, and was life” (180) and “Thou shalt touch and make redder his roses /
With juice not of fruit nor of bud; / When the sense in the spirit reposes, Thou shalt
quicken the soul through the blood” (209-12). Similar to the physical connotation of
Christ’s statement, Dolores, according to the speaker, makes the soul come alive through
the physical nature of blood. Swinburne, therefore, suggests that the life of the soul is
inseparable from the physical.
The metaphorical Mass that occurs in the poem reaches its climax when the foam
of Dolores's lips, which has “a savour of blood” (116), becomes the wine at the altar of
Dolores. The wine is a product of intense pleasure, for, again, Swinburne associates the
oneness implied by the Eucharist with the oneness associated with sexual intimacy:
The foam of the serpentine tongue,
The froth of the serpents of pleasure,
More salt than the foam of the sea,
Now felt as a flame, now at leisure
As wine shed for me. (140-5)
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Swinburne's associates the wine with sexual pleasure, “wine of desire / The fruit of four
lips as they clung” (137-8). The wine is then “froth” (141) and “felt as a flame” (143). By
conflating the Eucharistic imagery with sexual imagery, Swinburne highlights the
physical nature of the Eucharist. Margot Louis claims that “By connecting the Eucharist
with cannibalism, Swinburne can make the concept of transubstantiation, in particular,
seem repellently and barbarously materialistic” (43). Rather than acknowledging the
material nature of the Eucharist as a passage to the divine, Louis equates the material
nature of the image with the profane. This ignores the union that occurs between the
speaker and Dolores which allows the speaker to transcend the isolating nature of his
individuality. The speaker is both Dolores's lover and worshiper, and therefore is a part of
the implied congregation that experiences a communal union with the divine.
Interestingly, the speaker serves Dolores the wine; therefore, she too appears as part of
the congregation (Louis 41):
All thine the last wine that I pour is,
The last in the chalice we drain,
O fierce and luxurious Dolores,
Our Lady of Pain. (133-6)
Because Dolores is also an implied part of the congregation, the speaker mingles his
identity with her, symbolized by drinking from the same chalice. This echoes the
Catholic notion of the indwelling presence of Christ within one who has consumed the
wine and the bread. The speaker's consumption of Dolores's blood achieves the oneness
that he also shares with her.
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The Virgin Mary walks the path before the Church. Her role as forerunner of the
ideal Christian life for all believers is pointed out by Antoine Nachef as an important
tenet of the Catholic faith: “the Church advances on the same paths trodden by Mary”
(108). Therefore, her position in heaven is the destiny of every believer. Additionally, if
the destiny of every believer is the same as that of Mary herself, then they may also
expect to one day become as immaculate as Mary; that is, their sins will not be rewarded
with judgment but with mercy. By the same token, the speaker's union with Dolores
establishes the speaker's faith that eventually he will awaken after death into another life.
Swinburne, however, depicts this afterlife ambiguously, making it impossible to tell
whether the location of his afterlife is heaven or hell:
We shall see whether hell be not heaven,
Find out whether tares be not grain,
And the joys of thee seventy times seven,
Our lady of pain. (437-40)
Swinburne reuses the line from the second stanza (“But thy sins which are seventy times
seven”) but replaces “sins” with “joys.” Because of the substitutionary grace offered
through the Eucharist, the outcome of the sinful nature after death is joy. Although the
speaker may be a “tare” he will ultimately be “grain” through his union with Dolores. Her
presence is ultimately a sign of salvation.
Throughout “Dolores,” Swinburne repeatedly uses Catholic imagery to illustrate
how a unification of body with the spirit can allow one to transcend moral conventions.
Further, Swinburne's emphasis on the material nature of the body does not devalue the
Catholic imagery, but rather relies on the sacramental system which provides the
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language, steeped in tradition, that enables this unification. In other words, the Catholic
imagery functions as a catalyst, drawing dissimilar modes of being together.
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CHAPTER III
“ANACTORIA” AND THE LANGUAGE OF CATHOLICISM

“Anactoria” affirms the power of desire and the immortality of poetry. Through
the characters of Venus, Anactoria, and Sappho, Swinburne addresses the pain of
unconsummated love and the poetry which it produces. Swinburne positions the poem's
speaker, Sappho, within the matrix of sexuality, suffering, and confession, and in so
doing, combines the material nature of the body with spirituality in order to transcend
both. Swinburne’s use of suffering functions as a means to spiritualize the physical and
sensual nature of love. In “Anactoria,” it seems as though Swinburne decided to blur the
distinction between the language of desire and the language of physical suffering. Within
the subjective context of love and passion, Swinburne uses the physical imagery of
suffering, thus mapping the physical onto the spiritual. Instead of dividing the spiritual
and the physical, viewing the poem through a Catholic lens reveals an attempt to blur the
categorical distinctions between the religious and the erotic in order to arrive at a state
which transcends both.
Swinburne sifts the language of suffering throughout “Anactoria.” For
approximately the first 150 lines, the language of suffering mainly appears within
Sappho's descriptions of her love for Anactoria. For example, Sappho, while speaking to
Anactoria, describes the intimacy that Sappho appears to believe they share, “I feel thy
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blood against my blood: my pain / Pains thee, and lips bruise lips, and vein stings vein”
(11-12). In these lines, their intimacy and the idea of suffering appear inextricably linked;
in fact, their intimacy appears synonymous with suffering. Later, Sappho declares that
Anactoria's beauty “Stings like an adderr, like an arrow smites” (116). Swinburne's
juxtaposition of beauty and pain links the notion of suffering with the notion of romantic
idealism, for Sappho's perception of Anactoria carries with it a paradoxical element that
equates feelings of admiration with feelings of intense pain. This paradox allows
Swinburne to unite the spiritual notion of love with physicality. Swinburne's notion of
passion, therefore, transcends the division of body and spirit. For Sappho, love is both
spiritual and physical simultaneously.
In lines 1-24, Sappho declares her love for Anactoria, while in lines 23-58,
Sappho longs for pleasure; however, this pleasure is one that involves the infliction of
suffering on Anactoria. Swinburne’s language juxtaposes the ultimate outcome of
extreme pain - death - with the pleasure of life: “I would my love could kill thee; I am
satiated / With seeing thee live, and fain would have thee dead” (24-5). These ostensibly
contradictory lines express Sappho's desire to kill Anactoria while simultaneously
expressing Sappho's satisfaction with Anactoria's existence. Sappho's paradoxical desire
relies on the synthesis of suffering and pleasure, because Sappho wishes that the pain she
feels from her unrequited love for Anactoria were more than an internal torment, and
rather, an external reality, with which to “Vex” her (29). Swinburne continues this
apparent contradiction with other juxtapositions, such as his mention of “amorous
agonies” (29) and “pangs too soft to kill” (31). Sappho describes Anactoria as a proper,
even natural, recipient of her apparently cruel desires:
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And flower-sweet fingers, good to bruise or bite
As honeycomb of the inmost honey-cells,
With almond-shaped and roseleaf-coloured shells
And blood like purple blossom at the tips (124-7).
Sappho describes Anactoria's fingers as possessing the sweetness and delicacy of a
flower. However, Sappho does not protect Anactoria's delicacy, but rather, continues by
describing her fingers as edible, after which, Sappho returns to the image of the flower in
order to describe the blood from Anactoria's wounds, “blood like purple blossom at the
tips” (127). Sappho's description of Anactoria as a consumable substance implies a
potential unification of Sappho and Anactoria. In Sappho's fantasy, Anactoria's reception
of her violence promises much more than temporary pleasure, for Sappho envisions a
“pain made perfect” (128). This perfect pain is that which leads to death, a state in which
there exists no categorical distinctions: “Die of thy pain and my delight, and be / Mixed
with thy blood and molten into thee!” (131-2). Death here signifies a culmination or
climax of pain; it also symbolizes an ecstatic experience which leads to transcending
distinctions. Death, in this case, could facilitate the union in which Sappho could be
“molten into” Anactoria. Also, the effect of Sappho’s violence proves Anactoria’s worth
as a recipient of Sappho’s devotion and affection. Anactoria, likewise, endures suffering
which leads to the transcendence of individuality, giving physical pain a redemptive
quality. The redemptive nature of Anactoria's pain makes her imagined suffering spiritual
rather than sadomasochistic. In fact, because this suffering is effectively a product of
Sappho's desire and love for Anactoria, her love is also redemptive.

25

Swinburne also presents suffering as a consequence of acting outside of
authority. Seeking to convince Anactoria that Venus's disapproval of their relationship is
ultimately inconsequential, Sappho asks, “Are there not other gods for other loves?”
(102) Sappho's question implies that although Venus may disapprove of their union, there
are other gods who would condone it. The implication that Venus would be against their
union is ironic because traditionally Venus's function was not only to unite male and
females, but also, to unite various categories. For example, Ariadne Staple suggests that
Venus united sexual, political, and social categories (101). The irony is extended when
considering that Venus is the goddess of love; it may be argued that Venus's disapproval
suggests the transitory nature of Sappho's desire for Anactoria. In other words, her love
goes beyond the traditional idea of love, making it something almost other than love,
something that can be championed, not by goddesses, but by something equally
transcendent, something similar to that which “Made earth and all the centuries of the
sea, / Taught the sun ways to travel, woven most fine / The moonbeams, shed the
starbeams forth as wine” (90-3). In other words, something similar to God himself, the
one who “wrought / Song” (244-5) and “lit it at” Sappho's “lips” (245). Because Sappho's
gift of poetry originated from God, her stance against the will of Venus appears
contingent on her gift of poetry. She continues her argument by suggesting to Anactoria
that their love is natural and lawful, “Have we not lips to love with, eyes for tears” (95).
Here, Sappho claims that there is no difference between Sappho and herself and other
lovers.
Sappho goes on to point out that even if Venus were to punish Anactoria for
reciprocating Sappho's feelings, no true harm would come to Anactoria: “Yea, though she
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scourge thee, sweetest, for my sake, / Blossom not thorns and flowers not blood should
break” (103-4). Sappho recognizes that Venus’s infliction of suffering on Anactoria may
be a necessary condition of their relationship and, therefore, a pleasurable experience,
considering the ultimate purpose of the suffering – their union. The gentleness with
which Sappho speaks of suffering resonates with Michel Foucault’s claim that
“punishment must proceed from the crime; the law must appear to be a necessity of
things, and power must act while concealing itself beneath the gentle force of nature”
(106). In other words, Venus's punishment would come as a consequence of her apparent
belief that Sappho's love for Anactoria is unnatural. Consequently, Sappho describes the
result of Venus's punishment as resulting in natural and beautiful effects (i.e., the
appearance of blossoms and flowers). Sappho is playing off of the consequence of
Anactoria's punishment in much the same way that Foucault uses the idea of gentleness,
for Sappho uses the ideas of blossoms and flowers to keep Anactoria's attention on their
union rather than Venus's disapproval in much the same way that power conceals itself
through nature.
As the role of Anactoria extends into the area of confession, Sappho divulges her
transgressions to her. The poem itself is a monologue addressed to Anactoria, in which
Sappho declares her inner thoughts and feeling; therefore, the poem as a whole is in the
genre of confession. More specifically, however, Sappho confesses her antagonism
toward Jupiter. Antagonism toward God, according to Catholic doctrine, is the nature of
all sin: “Sin is an offense against reason, truth, and right conscience […] Sin is an offense
against God” (Catechism 453). Sappho’s characterization of God as “cruel” betrays her
antagonism towards God:
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If my feet trod upon the stars and sun
And souls of men as his have always trod,
God knows I might be crueller than God. (150-2)
Here, Sappho uses the word “cruel” as she compares herself to God. Earlier, in lines
145-6, she states that “love makes all that love him well / As wise as heaven and crueller
than hell.” Therefore, her statement that she “might be crueller than God” appears as a
ruse, suggesting that if she were God, she would act in accordance with love, inflicting
“perfect pangs” (142) to make life “burn afresh” (143) in Anactoria, rather than “trod
upon [...] [the] souls of men” (150-1). In other words, there exists a subtle implication in
Sappho's statement that she feels a sense of discontentment towards God. Nevertheless,
her statements, by her own admission, cannot change “The mystery of the cruelty of
things” (154). Therefore, she confesses her antagonism towards God knowing that God's
nature cannot be changed. This is similar to Peter Brooks claim that “confession
expresses a desire for punishment, and to the extent that it is made to a father – figure –
representative of the superego – it is perfectly consonant with the dependency model of [
…] religious confession” (46). Sappho’s description of God as “cruel” coincides with
Brooks’s claim, for claiming that God is cruel is an insult that must be confessed, an act
which, according to Brooks, expresses a desire for punishment. Furthermore, Sappho
confesses a desire to be equal with God, which causes her to resent God’s transcendent
nature. As a result, she desires to inflict suffering upon Him. Because Sappho is
incapable of reaching the status of God she desires to inflict pain on Him in much the
same way she inflicts pain on Anactoria:
28

Him would I reach, him smite, him desecrate,
Pierce the cold lips of God with human breath,
And mix his immortality with death. (182-4)
God's transcendence places Him above death, a position that Sappho appears to envy.
Sappho’s confession reveals her state of separation from God. Her honesty reveals her
desire to bring God down to her – to humanize Him. Sappho's willingness to express her
antagonism towards God reveals her apparent sense of freedom to question God.
Sappho continues by disclosing her inability to understand God’s creative plan.
Although, this may not appear commensurate with confessing one's sins, the act of
disclosing the state of one's conscience in the context of an authority figure, is
synonymous with confession. In this instance, Sappho’s mortality is the basis of her
questioning God. She expresses her resistance to God’s purposes as she asks:
Why hath he made us? what had all we done
That we should live and loathe the sterile sun,
And with the moon wax paler as she wanes,
And pulse by pulse feel time grow through our veins? (185-8)
Sappho expresses a discontentment with the nature of God's created order. She, in effect,
accuses God of being cruel; however, Sappho’s accusation parallels her desires to be
cruel to Anactoria. Sappho’s continued explicit and implicit comparisons between herself
and God corresponds to the Catholic notion that sin’s true nature is recognized only in
comparison to God’s nature: “To try to understand what sin is, one must first recognize
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the profound relation of man to God, for only in this relationship is the evil of sin
unmasked in its true identity as humanity’s rejection of God and opposition to him, even
as it continues to weigh heavy on human life and history” (Catechism 97). As a result of
Sappho's confession, the reader is able to clearly contrast Sappho with the divine nature
of God. However, Sappho's desire to unite herself with Anactoria is tantamount to
transcendence and in that sense shares a similarity with the divine.
Another similarity with the divine nature of God involves the symbolic death of
Anactoria as Sappho uses Eucharistic imagery to further express her desire for Anactoria.
The images of the Eucharist also serve to represent the connection which Sappho desires
between herself and Anactoria. Although in Catholicism the elements of the Eucharist
convert the physical into the divine through transubstantiation, in “Anactoria,” this order
is reversed. Sappho desires to drink Anactoria’s blood and eat her flesh as if they were
wine and honey: “That I could drink thy veins as wine, and eat / Thy breasts like honey!”
(111-2). The significance of this reversed order lies, in part, in the notion of what is being
nourished. Wine and bread in the Catholic Eucharist are transformed in order to nourish
the soul; however, Sappho desires that Anactoria's flesh become consumable elements in
order to nourish her material body. Instead of life giving nourishment for the soul,
Sappho describes the end result of this Eucharist as the death of Anactoria: “that from
face to feet / Thy body were abolished and consumed, / And in my flesh thy very flesh
entombed!” (112-4). However, this figurative language echoes the Eucharist because
taking of the wine and bread, while symbolizing the life and salvation that Christ’s offers,
also symbolizes the sacrifice of Christ. The oneness with Christ that the Eucharist offers
is paralleled with “Anactoria,” for Sappho desires that Anactoria be “entombed” within
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her flesh, inseparable and indistinguishable from Sappho. Within such a unified state,
Sappho and Anactoria would achieve transcendence above any and all separation.
Towards the end of the poem, Sappho deviates from her praise of Anactoria as
she suggests that without her, Anactoria will be forgotten. As a poet, Sappho believes that
her “songs once heard in a strange place, / Cleave to men's lives” (276-8) and are never
forgotten. Sappho claims that Anactoria “shalt be forgotten like spilt wine, / Except these
kisses of my lips on thine / Brand them with immortality” (200-2). In other words,
Sappho suggests that unless she is able to physically consummate her love for Anactoria,
Anactoria will succumb to the effects of time and be forgotten. Sappho's offer is an offer
of transcendence through poetry, in which she would be able to rise above the transitory
nature of time, if Anactoria would only physically reciprocate Sappho's love. This offer
reflects the importance that Sappho places on the physical, and her offer not only reflects
Sappho's love for Anactoria, but also, her hatred for time: “I am sick with time” (225).
Sappho goes on to claim that although “earth may labour, men live long and die” (248),
“the high God hath not all his will” (267) of her. In other words, although God may put
her to death, she will not succumb to complete annihilation. She claims a type of
immortality, for, according to Sappho, others will give her life through their
remembrance of her and her poetry:
For these shall give me of their souls, shall give
Life, and the days and loves wherewith I live,
Shall quicken me with loving, fill with breath,
Save me and serve me, strive for me with death. (290-4)
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Those who remember Sappho will keep her annihilation at bay, and not “Till time wax
faint in all his periods” (300) will she cease to exist. In other words, as long as there are
people alive to remember her, Sappho will defy mortality through her poetry. Although
Sappho attributes this immortality to her poetry, it cannot be divorced from the entirety of
the poem itself in which she desires a state of union with Anactoria. With Eucharistic
imagery, Sappho describes her desire for Anactoria, positioning Anactoria in the role of a
redeemer. However, Sappho, at the end of the poem, claims that she can offer Anactoria
eternal life through poetry.
The matrix of sexuality, suffering, confession, and transubstantiation constitute
the means through which Swinburne transcends the division of body and spirit.
Swinburne articulates transcendence through the unification of body and spirit. In the
end, poetry, in Sappho's opinion, offers a means to transcend time. There may not be a
distinction between the unification of body and spirit and the efficacious power of poetry
to transcend time. Nevertheless, despite the parallel with Catholicism, Swinburne’s poem
does not achieve its value through its similarities with Catholic doctrine, but rather, a
Catholic paradigm enables a reading that transcends dualistic logic. Swinburne’s
insistence on paradoxical constructions provides a mechanism through which one can
account for these apparent contradictions.
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CHAPTER IV
“LAUS VENERIS” AND THE LANGUAGE OF CATHOLICISM

“Laus Veneris” begins, not with a search for redemption, but with the effects of
sin, beginning with the speaker's detailed descriptions of Venus's “Horsel” (26). The
speaker's rejection of God for Venus places him outside of God's favor and condemns
him to the presence of love that “Weaves with the hair of many a ruined head” (46).
Inspired by the legend of Tannhäuser, Swinburne's “Laus Veneris” complicates the
traditional notion of Christian salvation. It does not, however, represent a categorical
rejection of Christian salvation, but rather, superimposes the spiritual nature of Venus
onto the Christian God. By unifying a pagan goddess with the Christian God,
Swinburne’s poem complicates the division between the sacred and the profane.
Swinburne accomplishes this by merging images of the body and soul, placing
spirituality in the context of the material nature of the body.
The speaker's relationship with Venus involves suffering which follows from the
illness as well as potential damnation. Although Swinburne characterizes Venus as an
object of desire, her physical attributes make the speaker spiritually ill, “Alas thy beauty!
for my mouth's sweet sake / My soul is bitter to me” (145-6). Swinburne positions Venus
as an object of lust that may lead the speaker to hell, “Yet for her sake on them the fire
gat hold, / And for their sakes on her the fire of hell” (195-6). Nevertheless, the speaker
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describes Venus as “The queen whose face was worth the world to kiss” (201). In fact, he
places Venus above heavenly desires and replaces his desire for God with Venus:
Ah love, there is no better life than this;
To have known love, how bitter a thing it is,
And afterward be cast out of God's sight;
Yea, these that know not, shall they have such bliss
High up in barren heaven before his face. (409-13)
The speaker, while acknowledging his separation from God, considers the “bliss” of love
to be an experience above any in heaven. His desire for love causes him to choose Venus
over God. Initially, the speaker finds Venus in “The ripe tall grass, and one that walked
therein, / Naked, with hair shed over to the knee” (308-9). Their encounter initiates a
union in which Venus's sins find their way into the speaker's flesh: “The beauty of her
body and her sin, / And in my flesh the sin of hers, alas!” (217-8). Because the speaker
finds in Venus that which he cannot find in God, Venus's role becomes both spiritual and
physical. By positioning Venus as the object of both spiritual and sexual desire,
Swinburne integrates sexuality with spirituality:
Behold, my Venus, my soul's body, lies
With my love laid upon her garment-wise,
Feeling my love in all her limbs and hair
And shed between her eyelids through her eyes. (29-32)
Swinburne describes Venus's body as the manifestation of the speaker's soul. Inversely,
he describes spiritual love as that which physically covers and enters Venus's body,
managing to immaterially run throughout her body and shine through her eyes. The
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speaker's devotion to Venus thus becomes inseparable from his physical connection with
her. Therefore, the physical ecstasy which the speaker experiences parallels to a spiritual
transcendence by intermingling of body and spirit, devotion and lust.
Swinburne characterizes Venus as a model of both love and suffering.
Furthermore, Swinburne overlays the notions of love and suffering with erotic
punishment. Venus punishes the speaker and the other men that she has drawn to herself
as she corrects them within the paradoxical context of suffering and pleasure. However,
Swinburne does not separate erotic sexuality from the paradox of suffering and pleasure,
but rather, incorporates sexuality into the paradox. Referring to the other men that Venus
has gathered the speaker describes their fate:
Her little chambers drip with flower-like red,
Her girdles, and the chaplets of her head,
her armlets and her anklets; with her feet
She tramples all that winepress of the dead. (123-6)
With her beauty and sensual appeal adorned with “girdles,” “chaplets,” and “anklets,”
Venus gathers those who “found her fair” (118), then asserts her dominance over them.
Venus's dominance parallels God's wrath spoken of in the book of Revelations: “And the
angel swung his sickle to the earth, and gathered the clusters from the vine of the earth,
and threw them into the great winepress of the wrath of God” (14:19). The subjugation of
those Venus has gathered serves as a type of honor to her in the same way praise honors
God:
Her gateways smoke with fume of flowers and fires,
With loves burnt out and unassuaged desires;
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Between her lips the steam of them is sweet,
The languor in her ears of many lyres. (129-32)
Insatiate desire characterizes the suffering which Venus inflicts; the “unassuaged desires”
keep those Venus has gathered in torment. Venus remains aloof, unwilling to satiate their
desire. Furthermore, those she has gathered, including the speaker, seek not only sexual
satisfaction, but also punitive correction. Therefore, her subject's pain is indistinguishable
from their shame. This relationship characterizes Venus's infliction of pain as punitive as
well as erotic, for those she punishes, including the speaker, engage in erotic punishment
with Venus:
There is one end for all of them; they sit
Naked and sad, they drink the dregs of it,
Trodden as grapes in the wine-press of lust,
Trampled and trodden by the fiery feet. (189-92)
The presence of Venus combines pleasure with guilt and punishment. The one whose
“marvelous mouth” brought down “Cities and people whom the gods loved well” (193-4)
now work “the wine-press of lust” (191). She demonstrates a god-like quality in the sense
that she is in control of her subjects and she punishes them for their deviant desires.
However, unlike God, her punishment only serves to perpetuate her subject's sexual
desire for her. In other words, her punishment, while punitive, is ultimately not
corrective. Despite the suffering which he endures, the speaker feels a sense of pleasure.
The speaker's sin is his turn to Venus, and his pleasure is the suffering which he endures
in her presence:
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I dare not always touch her, lest the kiss
Leave my lips charred. Yea, Lord, a little bliss,
Brief bitter bliss, one hath for a great sin;
Nathless thou knowest how sweet a thing it is. (169-72)
Despite the suffering which contact with Venus brings, the speaker describes her as a
pleasurable sin. Although Venus represents sin, suffering, and separation from God, the
speaker seeks to explain his behavior to God, “Nathless thou knowest how sweet a thing
it is” (172). The speaker, while unwilling to disavow his desires for Venus, confesses to
God, in what appears to be an appeal for leniency, and suggests that even God knows of
the “bitter bless” of which he speaks.
The speaker's confession to God further demonstrates the speaker’s preference
for Venus over God and highlights his view that physical beauty is part and parcel with
spirituality. In the speaker's eyes, Venus surpasses both God and the Virgin Mary.
Although the speaker acknowledges God's nature, “Alas, Lord, surely thou art great and
fair” (18), according to the speaker's logic, Venus surpasses Christ: “But lo her
wonderfully woven hair!” (19). Furthermore, even Christ's offer of redemption does not
exceed Venus's beauty:
And thou didst heal us with thy piteous kiss;
But see now, Lord; her mouth is lovelier.
She is right fair; what hath she done to thee?
Nay, fair Lord Christ, lift up thine eyes and see;
Had now thy mother such a lip – like this? (20-4)

37

This passage reveals the speaker's paradigm which does more than distinguish on the
basis of beauty rather than spiritual superiority; it establishes spiritual worth on the basis
of physical beauty, for the speaker does not emphasize spiritual virtues while comparing
Mary and Venus. The language asserts physical traits despite the implications of
spirituality in reference to the Virgin Mary. Anne Walder points out that Swinburne's
emphasizes “Venus's sensual beauty and charm” (89), which differentiates Venus from
Mary. The speaker's conclusion asserts that Venus is similar to Mary, but superior. In
other words, the speaker sees Mary's attributes in Venus but to a greater degree: “Had
now thy mother such a lip - like this?” (24). Therefore, Swinburne paradoxically merges
the notions of holiness and virtue with sensuality. The speaker's confession only serves to
reaffirm his sin and his separation from God; however, his separation from God renders
him completely united to Venus.
The weight of his sin, subsequently, causes him to confess. Nevertheless, his
shame translates into pleasure: “Seal my lips hard from speaking of my sin, / Lest one go
mad to hear how sweet it is” (229-30). The speaker's pleasure is intermingled with his
shame in which he “waxed faint with fume of barren bowers, / And murmuring of the
heavy-headed hours” (231-2). However, he still desires God's redemption, and he
receives God's mercy: “So that God looked upon me when your hands / Were hot about
me; yea, God brake my bands” (235-6). The speaker directly exposes the dialectic of
good and evil as he says, “'Father, though the Lord's blood be right / sweet, / The spot it
takes not off the panther's skin” (262-4). The speaker feels as if his sins are too grievous
to be forgiven. With the speaker's doubt, Swinburne sets the stage on which the
dichotomous relationship between redemption and sin merge.
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Within Catholicism, as well as in Christianity as a whole, the recognition of sin is
the first step to redemption. According to Catholic doctrine, “To receive his mercy, we
must admit our faults.’ If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is
not in us'” (Catechism 452). In “Laus Veneris,” sin is the vehicle through which grace is
administered. The speaker comes before the one “Who in the Lord God's likeness bears
the keys / To bind or loose, and called on Christ's shed blood” (258-9). This description
parallels the Catholic definition of the Pope who possesses “the keys of [Christ's]
Church” and is “Bishop of Rome” (Catechism 233-4). In the Tannhäuser legend,
Tannhäuser seeks absolution from the Pope after being rescued from Venus. In “Laus
Veneris,” The speaker confesses his sins:
Lo, I have sinned and have spat out at God,
Wherefore his hand is heavier and his rod
More sharp because of mine exceeding sin. (266-8)
Because of his confession, the speaker's shame increases, causing him to anticipate his
punishment: “Before mine eyes; yea, for my sake I wot / The heat of hell is waxen seven
times hot” (270-1). The speaker's anticipation coincides with Peter Brooks claim that at
the core of confession is a desire to be accepted again: “Confession is often not an end in
itself. It has the meaning of an appeal to the parents or their substitutes, which is what
makes necessary the addition of a concluding sentence; 'please consider those
weaknesses! Just because this is how I am, you must forgive me! Punish me, but love me
again!'”(46). However, the Pope's response destroys any hope of conventional
redemption. In fact, the Pope’s response not only destroys the possibility for conventional
redemption, but also, rejects the speaker:
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Until this dry shred staff, that hath no whit
Of leaf nor bark, bear blossom and smell sweet,
Seek thou not any mercy in God's sight,
For so long shalt thou be cast out from it. (279-82)
According to Claude Simpson, the staff in the Tannhäuser legend represents “divine
goodness and compassion,” (247) for it eventually blossoms, revealing “spiritual
intervention or forgiveness” (246). However, in Swinburne's poem, the speaker returns
with a question, “what if dried-up stems wax red and green, / Shall that thing be which is
not nor has been” (263-4). With the speaker's response, Swinburne relates that the
speaker's belief that even if the dried stem did bloom, his sins are too great for there to be
any means of redemption. In other words, the speaker assumes his sins are too great for
whatever conventional redemption might offer.
The speaker concludes in agreement with the Pope, acknowledging his sinfulness,
yet he manages to retain a sense of hope in that he still possesses love:
There should not grow sweet leaves on this dead stem,
This waste wan body and shaken soul of me.
Though he search all my veins through, searching them
He shall find nothing whose therein but love. (379-84)
Although the speaker recognizes that his condition and nature will not change, he still
believes that his sin is his love for Venus, and it is this love that he returns to after being
turned away. Therefore, Swinburne reveals the mutual dependence rather than mutual
exclusion of sin and mercy, yet a mercy other than God's. For the speaker, his sin in
loving Venus paradoxically is his salvation.
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Deviating from the Tannhäuser tradition, Swinburne denies the speaker God's
mercy; however, he does not deny the speaker Venus. Therefore, Venus's nature is not in
opposition to redemption. Swinburne appropriates the connection which exists between
sin and mercy in Christianity by allowing Venus to embody both the cause of the
speaker's fall and his source of redemption. This unification that Venus represents causes
the speaker to see Venus as sharing an identity of essence with both himself and with
God: “And lo my love, mine own soul's heart, more dear / Than my own soul, more
beautiful than God” (298-9). She is both the heart of the speaker's soul and transcendent
above him. In other words, she embodies the paradox of mutual transcendence and
imminence. Although Venus is initially positioned as an apparent antagonist to God, a
temptation which drew the speaker away from his original calling as “God's knight”
(212), she becomes that which functions as the speaker's source of wholeness and love.
Venus, therefore, represents both condemnation and redemption.
Swinburne further exemplifies Venus’s transcendence and imminence as he
continues to characterize her as possessing the Christ-like attribute of redemption by
associating her with the Eucharist. In the opening of the poem, the speaker attempts to
consume Venus's blood, “my lips shut sucking on the place,” (5) yet “There is no vein at
work upon her face” (6). Although the speaker is unable to draw blood, Venus is not
dead. The speaker confirms that “Deep sleep has wormed her blood through all its /
ways” (8-9). The speaker's desire to consume Venus's blood parallels her to Christ, who
offered his blood in the act of atonement: “This is my blood of the covenant, which is
poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins’’ (Matthew 26:28). Swinburne also
relates Venus's love to the sacrifice of Christ. The speaker describes Venus's love as
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“Crowned with gilt thorns and clothed with flesh / like fire” (36-7). By appropriating the
image of the crown of thorns which were placed on the head of Christ during the
suffering he endured on behalf of mankind, Swinburne parallels Venus's love to Christ.
Christ's love initiated the incarnation as well as his willingness to suffer in order to
redeem mankind from sin: “Belief in the true Incarnation of the Son of God is the
distinctive sign of Christian faith” (Catechism 116). In other words, the belief that spirit
took on flesh is the mark of Christian faith. Similarly, Swinburne describes love as being
“clothed with flesh like fire” (35). Therefore, once again, Swinburne appropriates
Christian doctrine in order to speak of the spiritual notion of love in physical terms.
Swinburne parallels the speaker's desire for Venus to satiate his passion with the
Eucharistic element of wine. Swinburne describes the speaker’s state in terms of blood,
“Each pore doth yearn, and the dried blood thereof / Gasps by sick fits, my heart swims
heavily” (166-7). His desire to be united with Venus has brought about “a feverish
famine” in his “veins” (168). Anne Walder claims that this line characterizes the
speaker's “passion” as “something terrible” (94). However, the speaker's passion allows
for a redemptive response by Venus. In fact, Swinburne associates the wine offered by
Venus with the fulfillment of the Speaker's desire to unite with her:
Below her bosom, where a crushed grape stains
The white and blue, there by lips caught and clove
An hour since, and what mark of me remains? (169-71)
The fact that the grape is crushed parallels the Christian notion that Christ offered up of
his blood as a sacrificial act of atonement. In the concluding lines of the poem the
Eucharistic imagery finds fruition as the speaker unites with Venus:
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For till the thunder in the trumpet be,
Soul may divide body, but not we
One from another; I hold thee with my hand,
I let mine eyes have all their will of thee. (330-3)
In this unity, their love parallels the joy of heaven as Swinburne equates their experience
with the experience of those who enter heaven: “Yea, these that know not, shall they have
such bliss” (325). By blurring the distinctions between good and evil, sin and redemption,
Swinburne is able to elevate Venus to the position able to give the speaker heavenly
pleasure. Swinburne positions her as a savior, who paradoxically remains distinct from
God while exhibiting God's nature.
By relating Catholic imagery to a figure who appears in opposition to Christ while
simultaneously paralleling to Christ, Swinburne blurs the distinction between good and
evil, unites spirit and flesh, and positions sin as the requirement for receiving grace. In
the eyes of the speaker, Venus's sensual nature and physical beauty relate her to the
Virgin Mary. However, by equating the physical with the spiritual Swinburne refrains
from marginalizing the spiritual nature of the Virgin Mary. In fact, it is Venus's beauty
which establishes her as a figure of both Christ and Mary. Furthermore, Venus's
association with blood and wine correlate her with the redemptive nature of Christ.
Although Anne Walder claims that “for Tannhäuser love means misery and damnation”
and that “his sin could not be absolved, so he returned to the Horsel to await the end of
the world and eternal damnation” (90), Swinburne's appropriation of Catholicism in
relation to Venus's nature renders the speaker's plight a paradoxical mix of redemption
and damnation. The speaker's turn to Venus constitutes his sin, yet his sin is also his
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means of receiving grace albeit not from God. Such paradoxes within “Laus Veneris”
rely on the fusion which a Catholic paradigm offers. With Swinburne's use of
Catholicism, much of the apparent contradictions form a complex interdependence of
dissimilar themes.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION

Within “Dolores,” “Anactoria,” and “Laus Veneris” Swinburne appropriates the
Catholic themes of suffering, confession, and the Eucharist in order to synthesize the
separate states of spirit and flesh. The speakers in these poems experience the unification
of opposites through their desire for a female figure, which leads to a spiritual
transcendence. Although Swinburne's poems have been routinely characterized as
blasphemous, Swinburne's repetitive appropriation of sacramental imagery shows how he
relies on an established tradition to achieve his aesthetic effects. Swinburne's thematic
emphasis on the Virgin Mary figure in the person of Dolores, for example, constitutes a
parallel to and not a misrepresentation of Catholicism, for the elements of Catholicism
within Swinburne's poems signifies a particular epistemology rather than a particular
religious affiliation. Therefore, the importance of Swinburne's use of Catholicism should
not be measured by the extent to which he was able or willing to adhere to its morality.
Rather, Swinburne's appropriation of Catholicism reveals an epistemological interest in
achieving a spiritual transcendence through the body. By unifying physical and spiritual
states, Swinburne is able to transcend moral standards, allowing him to free his poetry
from the confines of traditional moral categories.
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Commenting on Swinburne's appropriation of Catholic imagery, Margot Louis
claims that the “sacramental vision of life” is dualistic, and that Swinburne's
“hypothetical erotic union could not have transcend that dualism;” therefore, “the erotic
Eucharist itself represents an apparent rather than a genuine redemption” (50). However,
the nature of the Eucharist is one of unity. According to Catholic doctrine, the “Holy
Communion augments our union with Christ. The principle fruit of receiving the
Eucharist in Holy Communion is an intimate union with Christ Jesus” (Catechism 351).
If it leaves out this “intimate union,” the Eucharist loses its significance.
Like Louis’s evaluation, the nature of both twentieth and nineteenth-century
criticism hinges on a dualistic viewpoint which excludes the possibility of uniting
oppositional elements such as body and spirit. This approach does not account for the
paradox-rich constructions of Swinburne's poems. In fact, a dualistic approach only
manages to relate paradoxes in terms of contradictions, characterizing Swinburne's poems
as inconsistent and deficient. To follow such assessments of Swinburne's poems to their
logical conclusion is to assert that Swinburne's poems lack the very characteristic that he
claimed was the essence of great poetry. For example, Swinburne admired William Blake
because “He took the visions as they came; he let the words lie as they fell” despite the
fact that this resulted in apparent contradictions:
He believed that by self-sacrifice the soul should attain freedom and
victorious deliverance from bodily bondage and sexual servitude; and also
that the extremest fullness of indulgence in such desire and such delight as
the senses can aim at or attain was absolutely good, eternally just, and
universally requisite. (William Blake 116)
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Swinburne, in other words, admired Blake for his apparent disregard for conventional
reason. Similarly, Thomas Connolly, summing up Swinburne's poetic classifications,
which he expressed in his critical essay George Chapman (1875), remarks, “The supreme
poets are those who have soared beyond the limits of human reason to reach the azure of
spiritual harmony with the universal essence” (37). Connolly indicates that not all poetry
consists of the homogenization of otherwise differentiated elements; much poetry simply
is not homogenous in this sense at all. In other words, most of what is known about the
artful combination of opposing or unrelated elements are only to be found in the works of
exemplars like Swinburne. According to Connolly, the reconciliation of oppositional
forces is an essential ingredient of the work of “the supreme poets.” This disregard for
“human reason” freed Swinburne to produce poetry which allows for a unity of
oppositions that only finds correspondence in a poetic reality.
Antony Harrison, in his discussion of Swinburne's criticism of the Elizabethan
dramatist John Ford, identifies an aesthetic principle which encapsulates the unity which
Swinburne sought to achieve: “Swinburne is intolerant of Ford where that dramatist in his
treatment of passion divorces the spirit from the flesh” (692). Swinburne proves himself
to have the amalgamating aesthetic proclivity that Connolly ascribes to all great poets.
For example, in the first four lines of “Anactoria,” the poet's “flesh and spirit” (3) are
divided by Anactoria's eyes, hair, and breath. Both the former and the latter represent an
autonomous whole (i.e., the human body) whose parts may be spoken of separately while
still retaining their fundamental synonymy. The unity of flesh and spirit which the human
body signifies within “Anactoria” is one of many examples in which Swinburne pairs
divergent elements.
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The unification of oppositional forces, within Swinburne's poems, allows for the
mutual inclusion of otherwise unrelated things. The very fact that the entities in
Swinburne’s poems interact with each other in a manner incongruent with traditional
morality implies a similarity among these entities, thus allowing for an otherwise
unconventional interaction. In other words, within Swinburne's poems there exists an
apparent similarity and equality between unrelated things. For example, speaking of
Dolores, the speaker says that “She slays, and her hands are not bloody” (357). In the
context of Dolores's battle with the “gods that were goodly and glad” (356), she is both
guilty and innocent, pure and impure simultaneously. Swinburne's apparent disregard for
moral standards may be regarded as a precursor to the technique of the Decadents, who,
according to Karl Beckson, “sought new sensations in forbidden love, for sexual
depravity revealed a desire to transcend the normal and the natural” (xxx). Therefore, Just
as the poetry of the Decadents should not be measured by the extent to which the poets of
that movement spurned conventional morality, the importance of Swinburne's use of
Catholicism should not be measured by the extent of his own adherence (or lack thereof)
to traditional morality.
By unifying physical and spiritual states, Swinburne is able to free his poetry from
the confines of traditional moral categories. For instance, one of the biggest implications
of Swinburne's poem “Anactoria” is that the world is amoral. Sappho thus gives
intimations of the amoral nature of the world in this way to Anactoria:
Would I not plague thee dying over much?
Would I not hurt thee perfectly? Not touch
Thy pores of sense with torture, and make bright
48

Thine eyes with bloodlike tears and grievous light?
Strike pang from pang as note is struck from note,
Catch the sob’s middle music in thy throat,
Take thy limbs living, and new-mould with these
A lyre of many faultless agonies? (133-40)
In this passage, Sappho describes Anactoria as a musical instrument upon which she
desires to inflict suffering. The image of Anactoria's sobs as musical notes juxtaposes the
notion of something pleasant with something torturous. This merger of pleasure with
suffering suggests an equilibrium of experience in which the good is equal to the bad.
Furthermore, the musical instrument image continues as Sappho describes Anactoria as
“A lyre of many faultless agonies.” Suggesting the lack of a moral standard upon which
suffering is administered, Sappho speaks of “faultless agonies.” If the pleasurable and the
painful, the good and the bad are equal, then the entire poem from beginning to end is a
hymn to this equivalence. Anne Walder points out a similar, if not synonymous idea,
when she claims that within “Dolores” sins “are never felt as an offense against God or
against an ideal perfection” (125). The apparent lack of transgressions is attributable to
the fact that Swinburne equates the moral with the immoral. Once again, Sappho
expresses this picture: “the high God hath not all his will” (267). If God’s will is not done
in its entirety, then He cannot be said to be omnipotent, that is, He cannot be God. If there
is no God, there can be no supernal lawgiver.
The poetic expression of an amoral reality within “Anactoria” reflects
Swinburne's position of art for art's sake. Speaking of a poet's duty, Swinburne claims
that “a poet's business is presumably to write good verses, and by no means to redeem the
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age and remould society.” He goes on to say that “No other form of art is so pestered
with this impotent appetite for meddling in quite extraneous matters” (Charles Baudelaire
28). In other words, a poet deals in that which finds significance in itself and not in
something external such as a moral or social goal. As a consequence, Swinburne could
view his poetic pursuits as something which needed no moral justification. In other
words, art provides its own justification; therefore, in Swinburne's case, the poetry is
allowed to transcend moral convention.
Interestingly, within Swinburne's poems, the idea of poetry itself represents a
means of transcendence. For example, Swinburne employed the character of the Greek
poet Sappho in “Anactoria.” Likewise, the legend of Tannhäuser, which Swinburne
adapted in “Laus Veneris,” is based on a poet of the same name, who, according to
Claude Simpson, “led a life of such a character that it would have been easy for his name
to become associated with the legend” (249). In both instances, Swinburne, in a manner
of speaking, transcends time by keeping the memory of two historical poets alive.
Furthermore, within “Laus Veneris,” Sappho explicitly looks to poetry to escape the
power of time. Within a poetic context, logical dichotomies such as the body/spirit and
temporal categories do not hold their customary prominence, thus allowing for a poetic
reality which defies the numerous categories that reside outside of the poem. In the
“supreme” poetry described by Connolly, human beings come into contact, sometimes
unwittingly, with this reality that denies the distinctions and categories inherent in
conventional reason. Regarding Swinburne's view of this type of reason, Connolly asserts
the following:
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Swinburne rejected analytical reason as the key to unlock the mystery of
the universe. Swinburne, in this respect, followed quite closely the lines
that Shelley had laid down in his Defence of Poetry: reason is the inferior
mental faculty; imagination is higher. Reason is analytical; imagination is
synthetic. (34-5)
In other words, according to Connolly, Swinburne sought to see things beyond the range
of conventional human logic. Swinburne’s poems, therefore, possess a reality that is both
imminent and transcendent in relation to Catholicism, for on the one hand, he
appropriates Catholic notions such as the unification of opposites found in
transubstantiation while rejecting the moral implications of Catholicism. Swinburne’s
reliance upon the imagination makes clear his embrace of the paradoxical implications of
the Catholic Eucharist as applied to a purely poetic reality.
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